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Early LanguageTypology
AttitudestowardsLanguages
in the16thand17thCenturies
1. Introduction
The commonattitudetowardsvariouslanguagesin the 16thand 17th
centuriescaneasilybe summarized.Greek,Latin andHebrewwerethe
threehonouredanddivinelanguages.The Romancelanguageswerecon-
sideredasinferiordescendantsofLatin,whichcouldnotpossiblybeofthe
samehighrank astheGermaniclanguages.The importantstatusof the
Germaniclanguageshadbeenputforwardstronglyby J0annesGoropius
Becanus(1518-1572)in his Origines Antwerpianaeof 1569.This Flemish
physicianhad eventried to demonstratethat Duyts, whichat the time
indicatedboth Dutch and German(cf. Dibbets 1992),was the oldest
language,not Hebrew.Althoughhis ideawasfar frombeinggeneraHy
accepted,Becanus'statementson the superbqualityof Duyts werein-
fiuentialnot onlyin theNetherlandsandGermany,but alsoin England
wherehis ideaswereadoptedand appliedto the Englishlanguage(cf.
Jones 1953:215-216).
Admiration for the Germaniclanguagesin generaldid not imply
that aHGermaniclanguageswereconsideredto beequal.The rankingof
thevariousGermaniclanguagesoftendependedonthenationalityof the
authorsinvolvedwhohada tendencyto considertheirownvernacularas
the oldestandbestlanguage.- Sincetheoldestlanguagewasassumed
to retainmostof theoriginallanguagequalities,theantiquityof a lan-
guageandits excellencewerestronglyintertwined.- Manyexamplesof
suchchauvillisticlanguageattitudescouldbegiven.I will mentiononlya
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few.First of aU,twoexamplesfromthecountrythat is hostingour con-
ference.The 17thcenturySwedeAndreasKempe(1622-1689)claimed
thatGod spokeSwedishin Paradise,AdamDanishandtheserpent(very
revealing!)French.1Ris compatriotand contemporaryOlaus Rudbeck
(1630-1702),maintainedthatnot only themysteriousAtlantis,but also
the origin of aU the Europeanpeoplesand their languageswereto be
foundin Sweden.To restorethebalance,I haveto addthat therewere
alsocriticalsoundsto beheard.In his Lingua Belgica of 1612theDutch
vicarandphilologistMylius (AbrahamvanderMyle 1558-1637)stressed
thatdueto thecorruptinginfiuenceofLappishcontactstheScandinavian
languagescouldnotclaimthepuritywhichcharacterizedDutch.2TheEn-
glishlanguagewasalsocriticized:bothGermanandDutchauthorsdisap-
provedof theamountof foreignvocabularyin theEnglishlanguage.The
infiuentialGermangrammarianJustus GeorgSchottel(ius)(1612-1672)
evenappliedtheterm'scum'[Latinspumalinguarum]to English,a word
oftenusedto characterizetheinferiorRomancelanguages.3Apart from
criticizingthe Englishlanguage,DutchandGermanauthorssometimes
did not hesitateto characteriseachother'slanguageasbeingharsh.
Nowadaysthe opinionsdescribedaboveare consideredas curious
viewson languagewhich- if anything- mightbe interestingfroma
socialhistoricalpointof view.Their importance,however,shouldnotbe
underestimated.First of aH,theyplayeda considerablerolewithin the
nationalcontextsofseveralcountries.Latinpublicationshadtheirimpact
acrossthebordersandsohadsomeofthebookswrittenin thevernacular.
Secondly,although,superficiaHysuchviewsseemmorerelatedto nation-
alismthan to anykind of languagetypology,I like to stressthat some
of the 16thand 17thcenturyopinionson languagescompriseelements
of linguisticanalysiswhichareworthpayingattentiont~.They maybe
seenasearly,elementaryformsof languagetypology.Elementary,- the
analysisdoesnot reachthelevelof typologyonwhichNowak(1994)has
1 Elert (1978:221-226)hasshownthat Kempe'sstatementshouldnot be consid-
ered as a seriousproposalof a multilingual Paradise.Kempe is sincerein his
view on Swedish,but his statementon DanishandFrenchhas to be interpreted
as an attempt to ridicule his adversariesamongthe Swedishclergy.
2 Mylius wrote his Lingua Belgica in order to showthat Dutch was a very old,
respectableand excellentlanguageand to explainthat it wascognateto Hebrew,
Greek, Latin, Persian andsomeother languages.
3 Cf. thefollowingquotationfromSchottel'sAusführlieheArbeitvonder Teutsehen
HaubtSpraehe(1663:141):"Dennalsin einemTopfe/ wiemansagt/ alleSprache
gekochtworden/ wereder Schaumdavondie EnglischeSprachegeworden:weil
dieselbeein lauter Geflikk und Gemeng/wiewolim Grunde Teutschist".
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focussedrecently.Thereareno attemptsto developany kind of word
ordertypologythatsomehowresemblesfor instanceGabrielGirard'stri-
partitedivisioninto lang'uesanalogues(ordre naturel), langues transpo-
sitives (freewordorder),and lang'uesmixtes.What theearlyopinionson
languagesdo showareon theonehandattemptsto cometo terrnswith
the diversityandsimilarityof languagesandon theotherlinguistically
rnotivatedideasof whatis a goodor a badlanguage.4
TodayIintend to concentrateonthelatter,i.e. on thelinguisticel-
ernentsin the evaluationof languages.Whendealingwith thelinguistic
qualitiesrnentionedin the16thand17thcenturyevaluationsoflanguages,
I want to focusrnainlyon the frequentlyusedcriteriumof monosylla-
bicity. Othercriteriasuchascornpoundingcapacityandaspectsofrnean-
ing will bediscussedbriefly.
2. Becanusand Junius on MonosylIables
In the evaluationof languagesmonosyllablesare frequentlyreferredto:
the Gerrnaniclanguagesare clairnedto consistof a greatnurnberof
monosyllabicwordsin whichthey differfrornLatin and the Romance
languages.Shortremarksonthenurnberofmonosyllablesin theGerman
languageareto befOlmdin Latin publicationsasearlyas thebeginning
ofthe 16thcentury(cf.Jellinek1898:60;VandenBranden1967:282).In
his detailedLatin publicationsof 1569and1580GoropiusBecanuswent
muchfurtherin fully stressingthemonosyllabicqualityof Duyts andthe
lackof suchbrevityin GreekandLatin. The interestin thesubjectdid
not wane.In the rniddleof the 17thcenturyFranciscusJunius (1591~
1677),the scholarwho is nowadaysseenas the founderof Germanic
philology,still paid attentionto monosyllablesin his Observationes in
Willerami Abbatis Francicam Paraphrasin Cantici Canticorum of 1655.
It is ternptingto put bothscholarsunderthesameheadingasadherents
of a so-calledmonosyllabicityconcept.But we mustnot jump to con-
clusions.Did BecanusandJunius dealwith monosyllabicityin a similar
way?
In Becanus'view a perfectlanguageshowedclarity,brevity,pro-
prietyof soundandaptnessof compounding.5In theprimevallanguage,
4 Cf. also Werner Hüllen's paper "Good Language- Bad Language:SomeCase-
Studies on the Criteria of Linguistic Evaluation in Three Centuries" [in this
volume,pp. 315-334J.
5 Cf. the following quotation: "Perfectissimamautem eam dicimus quae quam
apertissime,& quambreuissime,vna cum sonoconuenientissimo,imaginesani-
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whichmusthavebeenperfect,all [basic]wordsweremonosyllables.These
monosyllableswereso abundanthatall ideascouldeasilybeexpressed,
whilenowordhadmorethanonemeaning.Problemsofambiguitywhich
Becanushadencounteredin Hebrew,didnot occurin thefirst language.
It thereforesurpassedHebrewin richnessof vocabulary,and Latin and
Greekin brevity,sothattheprimevallanguagewasat oncethemostco-
piousandthebriefestof all (cf.Forster1957:217).6In Becanus'writings
monosyllabicityplaysa role in an attemptto demonstratethat Duyts
is the oldestand mostperfectlanguage,olderand moreperfectthan
Hebrew,GreekandLatin.
TheDutchscholarFranciscusJunius,whowasparticularlyinterested
in theearlystagesof theGermaniclanguages,hadanotherapproach.He
printedfour lists of monosyllablesin his Observationes:a list of Dutch
monosyllables(thelongestone),a list of Old English,oneof Old Norse
and oneof Welshmonosyllables.Noneof them,however,are usedby
Junius to provethe antiquityor eminenceof the languagesinvolved.
The lists of monosyllabIesfunctionin a totallydifferentcontext,viz. to
establishtheetymologicalrelationshipofeachof thesefourlanguagesto
Greek. Accordingto Junius, Dutch,Old English,Old NorseandWelsh
displayan old habit to truncateoriginallyGreekwords;a supposition
whichJunius supportsby thelistsof monosyllables.
In passingI notethatsimilaritiesbetweenGreekandtheGermanic
languageshadbeennoticedbefore.TheabovementionedMyliushadeven
askedwhetherthe Dutch spokea formof Greekor whetherthe Greek
did actuallyspeaka formofDutch.Wordswhichthetwolanguageshad
in commonindicated,accordingto Mylius, a Dutchoriginrather than
a Greekoneandthis washighlyprobable,sincetheeeltic Dutchwould
haveconqueredthe Greek(andnot the Greekthe Dutch)!Mylius' lin-
guisticargumentsweretwofold.For instance,theGreekbisyllabicword
purge 'tower'hadto beyoungerthanthecorrespondingDutchmonosyl-
lable burg 'castie', 'town'.Greek lalein had to be youngerthan Dutch
lellen whichhadthreemeanings(tochatter,to tellandto speak)against
Greekhavingonlyonemeaning.Moreover,lellen wasa derivationof the
Dutch monosyllabielel 'uvuia'.The backgroundof Mylius' remarkson
meaningis notdear.Did MyliusdisagreewithBecanus'viewthataword
mi, & earumcompositionemdat intelligendas[...]" (GoropiusBecanus1580,
'Hermathena',24).
6 Cf. GoropiusBecanus(1580,'Hermathella',25):"Hacigiturparte,Hebraicam
vocumcopia,Graecam& Latinambreuitatevincit,inquaalteramperfectissimi
sermonislaudemcollacamus".
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in aperfectlanguagehaelonlyonemeaning?Or elielheopinethataworel
in an old languagehaddevelopedmoremeaningsin thecourseof time,
whereasa worelin ayoungerlanguagestill hadonemeaning?It is notat
all dear andI will returnto thisproblemlater.
My examinationofBecanus'andJunius' approacheshasshownthat
for divetgingreasonsmonosyllablesplayeelanimportantrolein 16thanel
17thcenturylinguistictheories.Besides,wemustrealizethat themono-
syllabiccriteriumprevailednotonlyin thecirdeofLatin writinghuman-
ists,but wasalsotransferredto publicationswrittenin thevernacular.
3. A New ElementAdded:
Monosyllabicityasa DiscriminatingFeature
Monosyllabicityis referreelto in thefirst completeDutchgrammal',the
Twe-spraack vande NedeTduitscheLetteTk'unst'Dialogueof Dutchgram-
mar', publisheelin 1584,four yearsaftel'Becanus'last book waspub-
lishedposthumously.Two characteristicsof Duyts arediscussedat some
lengthin the Twe-spraack:monosyllabicwealthandcompounding.The
ability of compoundingis assumedto be a characteristicwhichDutch
shareswith Greek.Compoundingis saidto beextremelyusefulin trans-
latingtechnicalterms(forinstance,letteTkunst'grammar'andwóóTdboek
'dictionary',correspondingwith grammaticaand dictionarium) and in
creatingnewwords.Accordingto theauthorsof the TVje-spraack,Hen-
drickLaurensz.SpiegelandothermembersoftheChamberofRhetoricIn
Liefd' Bloeyende:"If necessary,wemaydailycompoundverbsandnouns
in orderto indicatesomethingthatweotherwisecouldnot havesaiel".7
In presentingmonosyllabicityandcompoundingastwoexcellentfeatures,
the authorsof the Twe-spraackheavilydrewon Becanus.But theyalso
addeda newelemento thediscussionby presentingmonosyllabicityas
a discriminatingfeaturefor genuineDutchvocabulary.
Wheneverlexicalsimilaritiesbetweehdifferentlanguageswereelis-
coveredin the 16thand 17thcenturies,theycalledfor an explanation.
Apart fromsheercoincidence,similaritiesweretraeedbackto the com-
mon originallanguagebeforeBabel, to naturalcongruityof word and
7 The Dutch qllotation: "alzómachmendaghelycksna behoeftewóórdenendena-
men t'samenvoeghenom iet te betekenendat wy andersniet zegghenkonen"
(Twespmack 1584:92;ed.Dibbets,271).I noteherethat actually tsaemvoeghing
(h.l. t 'samenvoeghen) comprisesboth compoundingand derivation.The exam-
pIesgivenin the Twe-spmackare,however,mostlycompollnds.
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thing, especiallyin the caseof animalsounds,and to tradeand inter-
courseamongnationswhichwassaidtohaveledto acertainbilingualism
andtheadoptionofwordsfromonelanguageto another.In thelastcase
it had to be determinedwhichwasthedonatingand whichthe receiv-
ing language.Accordingto Mylius,twogeneralprinciplescouldserveas
guidelinesin this respect:theolderlanguagewasusuallythedonor,the
youngeronethereceiver;andwherethecontactof twopeopleswashos-
tile ratherthanpeaceful,it wasthevictorwhoimposed,thevanquished
who accepted(Mylius 1612:88-89;97; Metcalf 1953:540).Note that
Mylius doesnot advanceanylinguisticarguments.The Twe-spraack, on
thecontrary,triedto solvetheproblemof loanslinguistically.
Nounssuchas kap 'cap',kussen 'pillow',zack 'bag',banck 'beneh,
bank', dagge 'dagger',kabel 'cabie',plaats 'place',slaaf 'slave',haast
'haste',fel 'fierce', mnd 'round',sóld 'pay',ryck 'rieh', kóórd 'cord',bóórd
'border',dubbeld 'double',blaau 'blue',ghaarde 'garden',stóffe 'stuff',
sluis 'loek,sluice'and verbssuchas falen 'fail', loven 'praise',glissen
'glide',pissen 'piss',graven 'dig'wereconsideredto begoodoldoriginal
Dutchwords,whereastheFrenchequivalentscappe,couszin, sacq, bancq,
dague, chable, place, esclave,haste, felon, rond, soulde, riche, chorde,
bord,double,bleu,jardijn, estoffe, escluseandfaillir, loüer, glisser, pisser,
graver wereseenasDutchloans.Although,accordingto ourcurrentety-
mologicalknowiedge,theviewonthesespecificinstaneesofborrowingis
not justified,it is interestingto followthe line of argumentin the Twe-
spraack (1584:3-4; ed.Dibbetsp. 91-95).First of aUthe Dutchwords
mentionedweremostlymonosyllables.Secondly,theseDutchwordshad
a broadermeaningthan their Frenchequivalents.The broadermean-
ing of the Dutch itemsis illustratedwith someexamplesand all I can
say is that a broadermeaningseemsto be an argumentfor original-
ity. Thirdly, the Dutchwordswerenot isolateditemsin the Dutch lan-
guage,but allowedfor compoundingand derivation,whichcompounds
andderivationshowednorelationshipatall withtheFrenchlanguageor
its mannerofcomposition.The derivationshaasticheid,felheid, besólden
convincinglyprovedtheir Dutch origin,sinceotherwisehatete, felony,
soudoyerenwouldhaveoccurred.With the last argumentthe authors
of the Twe-spraack showeda clearviewon compoundingandderivation
principles,althoughtheydid not yetrealizethat evensuffixescouldbe
borrowed.
The monosyllabiecriteriumwas also appliedto similaritieswith
Latin. In casessuchas faam - fama 'fame',lyn - linea 'line', kroon -
corona 'crown',form - forma 'form',wyn - vinum 'wine',wal - vallum
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'wall' the authorsof the Twe-spmack assumedtheDutchmonosyllabic
nounstobetheoriginalonesagainsthecorrespondingLatin words.The
famouscontemporaryDutchmathematicianSimonStevin(1548-1620)
agreedwith this incorrectviewon what areundisputedLatin loansto-
day.The Romansweresupposedto havelenghtenedwordssuchas caes
',cheese',beest 'beast',put 'pit', muer 'wall', recht 'right', cael 'bald',
gmen 'grain',heer 'lord',etc.,far whichtheysaycaseus,bestia,pute'us,
murus, rectus, calvus, granum, her'us(cf. Stevin1955-1966,1:81). The
authorsof the Twe-spmack put themonosyllabiconceptinto linguistic
practice.It wasSimonStevinwhomademonosyllabicityandcomposition
the careof his ideason language.8
4. Simon Stevinand the Brevity Concept
SimonStevin,who wasa many-sidedand inventivescientistand engi-
neer,had interestingandinfluentialideason language,languageusage
andtheimportanceof thevernaculars.Heexpoundedhis linguisticideas
in his bookson logic,mechanicsandmathematics.Stevinwasfully con-
vincedof theimportantrolehismothertonguecouldplay.In hisopinion,
the Dutch languagein particularhad all the characteristicswhichwere
neededto expressthethoughtsof thenativespeakers.In his 'Uytspraeck
vandeWeerdicheytderDuytscheTael' (Discourseon theVirtue of the
Dutch Language)of 1586he explicitlystatesthat brevityis neededin
a languageto expoundthetenorof our thoughtandth§ttthis shortness
canbestbeachievedby denotingsingle,non-complexthingsby monosyl-
lables.9Thesemonosyllableshaveto allowfor composition.The easeof
compoundingis theseconelcharacteristicof theDutchlanguage.On top
of thesetwo structuralqualitiesStevinmentionstwofunctionalvirtues,
viz., its aptnessfor scholarlywork,especiallyfor teachingthe arts and
sciencesandits abilitytoexpressemotionsandtoconvincepeople.Of all
languages,theDutchlanguage,accorelingto Stevin,fitsmostexcellently
with theseidealsanelin theserespectsevensurpassesGreek,Latin anel
Hebrew.
It is worthnoticingthat Stevinnot onlyadoptedthemonosyllabic
characteristicfar Dutch,but, unlikehispredecessors,alsoprovidednew
8 Compositionis thetranslationof theDutch tsaemvoeghingwhichcomprisesboth
compoundingand derivation.Stevin's exarnplesof compositionare, however,
mostly cornpounds,Seealsofootnote7,
9 Stevin's 'Uytspraekvan de 'vVeerdigheytder DuytscheTael' was first published
in his De Beghinselender Weeghconst'The Principles of the Art of Weighing',
Stevin (1955/1966,1)offersa facsimileeditionwith an English translation.
- 99-
Marijke J. vanderWal
statisticmaterialto proveit. He claimedthat Dutch containeda large
numberof monosyIlables,manymorethan did Latin and Greekand
provedthisclaimwithdetailedlistsofmonosyIlabicverbsandnouns.742
DutchmonosyIlabicverbssuchas Ic acht 'I consider',blijf 'stay',denck
'think', eer 'honour',eet 'eat',gheef 'give',hoor 'hear',koop 'buy', lieg
'lie', neem'take',spreeck'speak',tel 'count',vrees'fear'arelistedagainst
5 Latin verbsandnonein Greek(the45 GreekmonosyIlabicverbsbe-
ing contractedfromlongel'words).A secondlist of monosyllabicwords
(nouns,adjectives,prepositions,etc.)comprises1428Dutchitemssuchas
al 'aIl', ampt 'office',bed'bed',bloot'naked',bril 'glasses', croon 'crown',
dach 'day', daet 'deed',de 'the',duyf 'dove',ghi 'you'etc.,against158
Latin instancesand220Greekones.
Stevinnoticed,just as theauthorsof thefirstDutchgrammal'had
done,that fromthenumerousmonosyllablescompoundsmaybe coined
veryeasily.In addition,hepointedout that newlycreatedDutch com-
poundswerenot difficultto understand,sincetherewas a systematic
rule implyingthat the first elementis the modifierand thesecondele-
mentthehead.With contrastive xamplesuchasputwater 'weIl-water'
and waterput 'weIl' and jachthandt 'hunting-hound'againsthondjacht
'hound-hunting'SteviniIlustratedthisrule (Stevin1955-1966,1:84).
Accordingto Stevin,thetwostructurallanguagecharacteristicsun-
derdiscussionmeetourneedsin representingrealityveryweIl:
Sineeby meansof thetongue,lips, teeth,palateandthroat we ean
utter an almostinfinitevarietyof monosyllabiesounds,it is fit that
weshouldassignto everysinglethinga monosyllabiesound(because
lessis impossible,andmoreis useless),[amonosyllabiesound]of such
a naturethat theyarefit for composition,so that wemaypleasingly
and intelligiblyrepresentby themnot only ordinarythings,but also
the strangethingswhiehNaturedaily ereates.IO
Hearguesthatsingle,non-complexthingscorrespondwithmonosyllables
andcomplexthingsarerepresentedby compounds.In thebackgrounda
Platonicideashowsup:theideathatlinguisticsimplicityandcomplexity
reffectsimplicity('ordinarythings')andcomplexity('thestrangethings
10 Cf. Stevin(1955/1966,1:88):"Anghesienwy duert'behulpvantong,lippen,
tanden,verhemelt,keel,byeansoneindeliekev rseheydenensilbighegheluyden
eonnenuyten,sooist billiehdatwy yderynekelsaeekeeneensilbiehgheluyt
toeeyghenen(wantminis onmueghelick,meeris onnut)endevansukkel'aert,
datsy deTsaemvoughingbequamelicklijden,opdatwy daerduernietalleen
deghemeenedinghen,maerooekdewonderliekediedeNatuerdagheliexbaert,
bevallickendeverstaenlickuytbeeldenmueghen".
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whichNaturedailycreates')in reality.In otherwords,thereis a relation-
shipbetweenthewordandthethingit indicates.
Why did the conceptof brevityexercisesuchan appealon Stevin?
This wasnot becauseit wasan adaptationof the bre'vitasconceptin
rhetoric,as hasbeensuggested(cf. Gützlaff1988).11If wewantto con-
siderany relationshipwith anotherdiscipline,it is neitherrhetoricnor
logic,but geometrythathasto betakenintoconsideration.Stevinhim-
selfgivesahint in thisdirectionwhenhecompareslanguagetogeometry.
In geometryeverythingis builtupfromthesmallestelementsto themore
complexentities,and it wouldbe absurdto consielerthepoint, theele-
mentofmagnitude,biggel'thanmagnitudeitself.In thesameway,Stevin
continues,it is improperin grammal'that letters,thesmallestelements
in grammal', shoulelconsistofmoresyllablesthanthewordmadeof these
letters.The superiorityof Dutchin thisrespectis illustratedin spelling
the worelDal, whichis in GreekDelta,Alpha, Lambelaand in Hebrew
Daleth,Aleph,Lamed.In bothcaseseachelementimproperlyconsistsof
moresyllables(namelytwo) thanthemonosyllabicwordDal. In Dutch
Dal is spelledwith threesinglesoundsor monosyllables,pronouncedas
De,A, El (cf.Stevin1955-1966,1:80).Theideais clear,althoughStevin's
argumentseemspeculiarto usnowadays.In evaluatingthecompounding
capacityof GreekandDutch,Stevindrawsanarithmeticparallel:
just as no sensiblepersonwill deemthree to be a biggel'number
than one thousand,but muchsmaller,likewiseGreek composition
is not superiorto Dutch, but far inferior, for in the former there
are occasionallya fewwordsadmittingof it, but in the latter it is
alwayspossible,andsuchwith specialbrevity,suitability,andproper
denotationof their fundamentalmeaning.12
It is importantto note that Stevin,whilediscussingthe characteristics
of theDutchlanguage,alsoevaluatesLatin andGreek.Latin andGreek
both containfar fewermonosyllablesand the compoundingcapacityof
Greek,whichhadbeennoticeelin the Twe.-spraack,is consideredinferior
11 Economy plays somerole as the quotationaboveshows: ''[...] it is fit that we
should assignto everysinglething a monosyllabicsound (becauseless is impos-
sibie, and more is useless)".
12 Cf. Stevin (1955/1966,1:83): "want ghelijck gheenmenschendie wel by haer
sÏ1mensijn drie grooterghetalenachtendanDuyst, maerveelcleender;alsooock
de GriecscheTsaemvoughingniet bovende Duytsche,maer verre daer onder,
want in diesijn hier endaersommighewoordendieselijden,maerin deseoveral,
ende dat met een ander besondercortheyt, gheschictheyt,ende eyghentlicker
beteeckeninghaersgrondts [...1".
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to Dutch.OtherlanguagesnchasFrench,Italian andSpanishneednot
be examined,becauseGreekand Latin, beingsuperiorto the others,
sufficefor thepurpose.If Dutchis demonstratedto bemoreperfectthan
thesetwo,it followsa jorteriori that it is muchmoreperfectthananyof
theformer.StevinhastoaclmitthattheFrenchmonosyllablesaregreater
in numberthantheLatin ones,sincetheFrenchhaveoftenshorteneclthe
worclswhichtheyborrowedfromLatin (sayingfor example,for Facio,
Servia, Venia, Rideo, Sentio: Je Fay, Sers, Vien, Ri, Sens), but those
FrenchmonosyllabIesare unfit for compositionand thereforehaveless
value!(cf.Stevin1955-1966,I:82-83).
By drawinggeometricandarithmeticparalleis,Stevinexplainswhy
monosyllabicityis suchanexcellentfeature.Onequestionremains:why
couldBecanus,the Twe-spraack andStevinusethis conceptso well in
the 16thand beginningof the 17thcentury?To obtainan answer,we
shallhaveto examinecontemporarylanguagedata.
5. ShortnessandLanguageReality:
The RelationshipbetweentheIdealWordStructure
andtheLanguageData
Stevin'slistsofmonosyllablesrevealaconsistentchoicefromtheavailable
languagedata.In theMiddleAgesmostnounsandfirstpersonsingular
verb formswereendingin -e (here 'lord', vrouwe 'lady', cruce 'cross',
crone 'crown';ic vraege'I ask', ic hebbe'I have',ic woene 'I live' etc.).
By theprocessof e-deletion,alreadystartedin theMiddle Ages,varia-
tion beginsto occur,andvariantswith andwithout-e areto befound.
At Stevin'stimethisvariationandthedialecticaldifferencestartedbe-
ing noted.In hisgrammarof 1625thegrammarianChristiaenvanHeule
(tl655) assertsthat in theprovinceof Hollandalmosteveryword was
pronouncedwithout a final unstressede, while the southerndialects
(Brabantianand Flemish)did not yet showe-deletionat alloWithout
any furtherexplanationStevinselectedthe variantsof the provinceof
Holland,viz., thevariantswithoutoe, whichcorrespondwith his mono-
syllabicideal.Stevin,bornandraisedin thesouthof theLow Countries,
preferstheseabovethe variantsof his nativesoutherndialect.A small
groupof monosyllablesattractedStevin'sspecialattention:the nouns
vaar 'father', moer 'mother', broer 'brother',zus 'sister'.Accordingto
Stevin,theyonly occurin thedialectof theprovinceof North-Holland.
Theycorrespondwithbisyllabicnounsin theotherDutchdialects(vader,
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moeder,broeder,suster). Historicallinguisticsteachesusthatvaar, moer,
bmer, z'usarea regtllardevelopmentfrom'vader,moeder,broeder,s'uster.
Stevill,however,took the monosyllabic:variantsto be the oldestforms
whichhappenedto survivein theNorth-Hollanddialect.This dialectis
thereforeconsideredto bethebestcontemporaryDutch.The longel'vari-
antshavecomeinto beingthroughignoranceof thenativespeakers(cf.
Stevin1608,1:24).
Stevin'slinguisticideasexerciseda stronginfiuenceon Dutch au-
thors, grammariansanelthe wielercircleof literatepeoplein the sev-
enteenthcentury.His infiuenceevencrossedthe bordersof the Low
Countries.The moststrikingexampleis thefamousGermangrammar-
ian Schottel,whoadopteelStevin'sideaswholesalein his magnumopus
Ausführliehe Arbeit von der Te'utsehenHaubtspraeheof 1663(cf.Kiedron
1985).SchottelelaboratedonStevin'sideasin a veryinterestingway:he
relateelthe monosyllabicityconceptto his ownnewlyelevelopedideas
aboutwordstructure.Schottelassumedthatthestructureof a German
worelconsistedof threeelements:theroot (Stammwort), theinfiectional
endinganelthederivationalending.Eachof thesethreeelementsmaybe
monosyllabic.In thisway,moreGermanwordscoulelbealignedwith the
monosyllabicideal thanwouldbe thecaseif Stevin'soriginalmonosyl-
labic conceptwasadopted.Nevertheless,Schottelwasconfrontedwith
similarproblemsas Stevinhad been:Vater 'father', Mutter 'mother',
Adler 'eagle',Himmel 'heaven'obviouslywerenot monosyllabicroots.
Schottelcould not referto elialectvariai:ltsto solvetliis problem.He
thereforeassumeelthat theancientGermanspronounceelthesewordsas
monosyllabIes Vaer, Moer, Arndt, Himl. Nounslike Hirte and Ehre re-
main problematic,as theycannotbe seenas monosyllables.Moreover,
the -e in suchwordscannotbe explaineelas a derivationalendingnor
canit possiblybeaninfiectionalenelingsincethenominativeis involved.
At this point remaineda gapbetweenthe idealwordstructureanelthe
languageelata.
6. FurtherConsiderationsandConclusions
It is timeto sumthingsup aneldrawconclusions.In the 16thanel17th
centuriesmonosyllabicitywasanimportantcriteriumin theevaluationof
languages.The monosyllabiconcept,useelin thehumanistLatin tradi-
tion (Becanus,Junius andothers),wastransferredto vernacularwritings
in whichit wasfurtherelaborated.The Twe-spraeekput monosyllabicity
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into practicein discriminating enuineDutchvocabulary.SimonStevin
providedlinguisticdatatosupportthemonosyllabiclaim.Finally,Schot-
tel embeddedStevin'sideasin his analysisof wordstructure.All these
authorsandpublications harethepositiveevaluationof monosyllables.
Monosyllabicityis consideredas an excellentquality of the Dutch or
German(or Germanic)languageand as a languageideal,usedin the
evaluationof otherlanguages.On theonehand,this languageidealhad
a relationshipwith languagereality,i.e.with thegreatnumberof mono-
syllablescausedbyerosionof unstressedfinal syllablesin the Germanic
languages.On theotherhandit alsoled to incorrectviewsof borrowing
in thepastor languagechange.
Havingdealtwith monosyllabicity,I note that thereis still room
for researchon other aspects.I will brieflytouchuponsomeinteresting
questionson the levelof meaning.First of all, from the few available
passagesit cannotbe deducedwhetherthe "oneword- onemeaning"
relationshipis a commonlanguageidealor not. Secondly,it is not yet
clearto mehowextensionofmeaningwasevaluated.Wasonewordwith
morethan onemeaningconsideredas a goodor a bad qualityor only
as a sign of age(againstyoungerlanguagesin whicha word had one
singlemeaning)?Meaningis not a subjectextensivelydealtwith in the
grammarsof thetime.In ordertogetan ideaof thedifferentopinionson
aspectsof meaning,wemusttakeotherpublicationsinto account.One
illustrativeexampleis theshorttreatiseof the DutchEuclid translator
Jacob Willemsz.Verroten(1599-?),wholivedandtaughtpart ofhis life
in Hamburg.HeknewStevin'sideasonlanguage,discussedthegoodand
badqualitiesof theDutchlanguagein somedetailandpaidattentionto
ambiguityand synonyms(cf. Van derWal 1993).In Verroten'sopinion
man had at somestageovercomethe originallanguageambiguityand
reacheda highlevelof developmentin whichonethingcorrespondswith
onewordwith onlyonemeaning.At thislinguisticstagea largeamount
of wordswasrequired.Unfortunately,thishighlevelof achievementwas
not maintained:a periodof deteriorationfollowedin whichlossof words
occurredandambiguityarose.It is importantto notethat theidealone
to onerelationshipof wordandmeaningdid not allowtheoccurrenceof
synonyms.In Verroten'sviewthereforesynonymsdid not exist:native
speakerssimplyhad forgottenparticularmeaningdistinctionsbetween
words!Learningthe forgottendistinctionsand solvingambiguitywere
consideredconcretetasksfor languageloverswhowantedto improvethe
vernacular.
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Improvingthevernacularwasnotjust Verroten'smotivation.It was
an aim of grammarians,scholarsand writersand a motivationof the
variouseffortsofelementarytypologywhichI havediscussed.It is within
this contextthat wecanunderstandthe16thand17thcenturyviewson
languagethat seemedsoevidentto contemporariesandaresostrangeto
us.
Marijke J. van der Wal
Departmentof Dutch Languageand Literature
Leiden University
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